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What Do I Need to Know About Long-Covid-related Fatigue,
Brain Fog, and Mental Health Changes?
Many people who became ill with COVID-19 con-
tinue to experience symptoms over long periods
of time. Generally called “Long COVID,” this con-
dition has been given a more formal medical
name: Post-Acute Sequelae of Sars-CoV-2, or
PASC. There are many symptoms associated with
Long COVID. This paper focuses on only 3 of
them, in order to be able to cover them in depth:
fatigue, brain fog, and mental health changes.
This paper offers suggestions on how to manage
these symptoms, where to go for help, and how
to talk about what you are experiencing to find
the support and understanding you need.
How do I know if I am experiencing Long-
COVID-related symptoms?

According to the Centers for Disease Control
(CDC), people who experience a more severe first-
time illness are more likely to develop Long
COVID.1 Symptoms may last for several months or
several years. The CDC defines Long COVID in 3
ways2:

� Your symptoms continue after your initial ill-
ness has ended, and last longer than 12 weeks.

� Your symptoms return sometime after your ini-
tial illness has ended, and then continue for
longer than 12 weeks.

� You don’t experience any symptoms during your
initial illness, but sometime after your initial
illness has ended, symptoms begin to appear
and continue for longer than 12 weeks.
What are fatigue, brain fog, and mental health
symptoms related to Long COVID?3

� Fatigue.4 This is the most common symptom
reported by people experiencing Long Covid.
You may have very little energy or feel burned
out. You may feel weighed down. You may be
sleepy. You may be out of breath, even when
doing simple activities. You may not want to
do things you usually like to do. You may even
feel that you’ve lost interest in doing anything
at all. Here are some quotes from people who
have experienced Long-COVID-related fatigue:

“And the fatigue is literally like hitting a wall. I
can’t stay awake any more. It’s just like, wow, I
have to go to bed.”5

“It was just like I’d been run over; you know I
felt, gravity felt like it was applying extra on my
limbs.”6

“(My husband) was sleeping for about 20 hours
a day, 20 hours out of every 24 and he’s still
sleeping now, five and half months after, he still
sleeps an awful lot, sat up, not lay down, sat up,
he’s just totally exhausted.”6
� Brain fog.7 This is a term used to describe feel-
ing mentally sluggish and fuzzy. You may have
difficulty paying attention or remembering
what you are doing. Your thinking and
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responses may be slow. You may have trouble
following instructions or putting your thoughts
into words. You might find it difficult to make
simple decisions, plan anything, or focus on
more than 1 thing at a time. Here are some
quotes from people who have experienced
Long-COVID-related brain fog:

“I can’t hold multiple trains of thought [...] If I
tell myself I have to water my plants, I must do
it before another thought comes into my mind
because otherwise I will forget."6

“I had to terminate many phone calls because I
could no longer comprehend the speakers nor
communicate clearly with them.”8

“I could not remember how to spell words - also
found I was missing words from sentences and
sometimes writing things that did not make
sense.”8

“I felt lost driving and had to stop and find my
position in a GPS to be able to drive back home.
It’s a route I have done hundreds of times.”8

‘I can ask somebody a question and then I’ll ask
the exact same question 2 min after and not
remember I’ve asked them, I can’t remember sig-
nificant things that have happened in the past
either.’8
� Depression. Depression is a persistent sadness
and lack of interest or pleasure in activities
that you used to find enjoyable. Even when you
do participate in an enjoyable activity, you
find that you are still feeling sad and
depressed. You may notice changes in your
sleep or appetite.

‘Seven months plus in I don’t know whether I’m
gonna get my brain back (. . .) I’m really, really
fearful for the future or whether I’m going to be
able to get back to what I want to do and that’s
like your identity and yourself and who I am as
a person is, you know, a big part of me is being
an (allied health professional) and if I can’t, if
I’ve lost that, I’ve lost a huge part of me.”9
www.archives-pmr.org
� Anxiety. You may be more worried, anxious,
nervous, irritable, and on edge than before
your illness. You may feel a sense of danger or
doom. You may feel panic or emotionally over-
whelmed just taking care of daily tasks or
responsibilities at home or at work.

� Insomnia. You may have a hard time falling
asleep or difficulty staying asleep. If you do
sleep, it might not be restful sleep and you still
feel tired, irritated, depressed, or anxious when
you are awake. Not having restful sleep can
make all your symptoms feel worse.
Additional quotes from individuals experienc-
ing Long-COVID can be found via this link or
code

Link: https://youtu.be/YpEGEcKEHJw
Code:
How do I know if my fatigue, brain fog, or
mental health symptoms are actually caused
by Long COVID?

� Your symptoms appear after your recovery from
COVID, or the symptoms that you had never
went away.

� Your symptoms seem to get worse after any
physical or mental effort. This is sometimes
called “post-exertional malaise.”

� Pandemic lockdowns and social distancing
could have made you feel lonely and anxious,
but these symptoms usually diminish over time
when you are once again participating in social
activities. If your symptoms continue to per-
sist, it is more likely that they are Long COVID
related.

� If you are getting enough sleep, haven’t had
changes in time zones or work shifts, are doing
some physical activity during your day, are not
under a lot of stress and haven’t experienced
any dangerous or scary events that could trig-
ger a traumatic reaction, and don’t have a his-
tory of depression or other health issues, yet
you are still feeling these symptoms, they may
be Long COVID related.
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Which medical and allied health professionals
can help me if I am experiencing Long-COVID-
related symptoms?

If you contracted COVID and believe you are
experiencing fatigue, brain fog, or mental health
changes, it is important to share your concerns
and seek care from health care professionals who
can help you manage your symptoms. There hasn’t
been much time to research treatments specifi-
cally for Long COVID because this is such a recent
condition, so doctors are suggesting things that
have been shown to help with conditions that
cause similar symptoms, such as chronic fatigue
syndrome, concussion, stroke, brain injury, and
Parkinson’s disease.10-12 Early research indicates
that symptoms may be related to changes in mul-
tiple bodily systems potentially caused by inflam-
mation, including in brain tissue, the lungs, and
the kidneys.13−17 Also, your post-COVID symp-
toms may be hard to diagnose because your rou-
tine blood tests, chest x-rays, and
electrocardiograms may be normal and many of
your symptoms can be similar to other types of
conditions. Begin by consulting your family phy-
sician, nurse, or nurse practitioner for a proper
diagnosis. They can arrange for referrals to the
following doctors or rehabilitation professionals
as needed18:
� A neurologist or a psychiatrist can provide
you with the right medications to help you
improve your memory or think clearly once
again.

� A neuropsychologist or a cognitive behav-
ioral therapist can help you find strategies to
cope with low mood, heightened anxiety,
depression, or sleep changes. You can talk to
them about any confusion, memory, attention,
or communication challenges. Cognitive thera-
pies and mindfulness strategies might become
a helpful part of your daily routine.

� An occupational therapist can advise you on
strategies to manage your personal level of
fatigue, how to avoid what makes it worse, and
how to pace yourself to save energy.

� A physiotherapist can advise you on what type
of exercise or movement would be best for you
and how often to do it so that you can manage
your fatigue levels.

� A nutritionist or dietician can advise you on
the types of foods you may need. They can help
you try adjustments in what you eat and drink
that might reduce your fatigue or brain fog.

� A social worker can connect you to resources
in your community, such as support groups,
local community centers with movement or
meditation classes, or local practitioners who
are skilled in treating fatigue, brain fog, and
mental health issues.
What can I do myself to manage my symptoms?
At home

� Try exercise. Aerobic exercise has been shown
to help our brains stay healthy and perform
better.19 Very light aerobic exercise that is
adjusted to what you can handle may be help-
ful. Slowly make increases in the length or
intensity of your sessions but watch carefully
how that affects your fatigue levels.20

� Explore non-exercise movement. Non-exer-
cise practices that focus on flowing and
thoughtful movement, such as yoga or tai chi,
may be a great option to keep you moving even
when your energy is low.21 Classes in Alexander
technique or Feldenkrais that teach you ways
to connect your brain with your movement can
bring flow, balance, lightness, and ease into
your daily life, and may help in reducing
fatigue and brain fog.22,23

� Be aware of your breathing. Some breathing
practices have been shown to improve concen-
tration and awareness and can reduce anxiety
in healthy adults.24 A gentle way to begin is to
simply exhale warm air through your mouth,
without forcing or pushing. Focusing on your
exhales in this way clears the way for a good,
easy inhale to follow. Breathe in through your
nose without trying to force or pull air in. Let
your inhales expand your lungs into your back
and sides. Just let your breathing find a natural
pace, without trying to control it in any way.

� Invite restful sleep. Practice good bedtime
“sleep hygiene.” Create a 30-minute personal
www.archives-pmr.org
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routine to reinforce in your mind that it’s time
for sleep. Put away electronics, put on your
pajamas, brush your teeth, read or listen to
quiet music or a relaxation tape, do some gen-
tle stretching, dim your lights, practice some
breathing coordination, meditation, mindful-
ness practice, or pleasant visualizations.

� Eat brain healthy foods. Eat fresh produce and
avoid processed foods whenever possible. The
Mediterranean diet, which is rich in olive oil,
nuts, beans, whole grains, fruits, and vegeta-
bles, has been shown to improve general brain
health.25 Stay hydrated.

� Practice patience. Be kind to yourself. Under-
stand that you are facing a unique health chal-
lenge. Pace yourself. Find enjoyment in what you
can do and choose to rest when you feel the need.
At work

� Communicate about your situation. It is
important to talk to your employers about your
Long COVID symptoms. They may be able to
provide flexible work schedules or offer you
health leave. Because Long COVID is an
“invisible disability,” you need to let your co-
workers know about these changes. They need
to understand that you may be slower than
usual and have less energy. Don’t be reluctant
to ask for help. Most people want to be sup-
portive.

� Avoid overexerting yourself. Try to schedule
—or reschedule—tasks for the time of day
when you are least fatigued.26

� Minimize multitasking. If you are experienc-
ing brain fog, do only 1 task at a time. Work for
10 minutes, take a break for 10 minutes, and
then resume. You may also want to reduce the
number of screens you have up on your com-
puter at the same time.26

� Break down work into do-able tasks. Make
notes. Create a series of simple steps when
beginning a new task or project. This can help
you keep track of a project timeline.
In social settings

� Communicate about your situation: It is
important to communicate to your family and
www.archives-pmr.org
friends about your Long COVID symptoms.
Again, don’t be afraid to ask for help.27

� Socialize. While you may want to avoid large
group gatherings or noisy environments, cer-
tain social activities are great for brain health
and may help with your symptoms. Try joining
a walking group. Visit a board game caf�e.
Attend community classes or events that your
local public library is offering.

� Stay connected in person. Spending in-person
time with your family and friends can boost
your mood, your energy, and your brain health.

� Stay connected across distance. If you still
aren’t comfortable getting back to in-person
socializing with your friends and family, there
are online Long COVID advocacy and support
groups that are available for you to join. (See
resources below).
Suggestions for friends or family members

Everyone experiences Long COVID differently and
may need different types of support. The CDC
offers helpful tools to navigate conversations
with your friend or family member27:

� Start a conversation. Ask open questions, like,
“Tell me more about that,” or “What else are
you feeling?” or “How did things go for you
yesterday?”

� Listen with compassion. Say things that let
them know you have heard them and that
you care, like “I’m so sorry you’re going
through this,” or “It must be really frustrat-
ing for you”.

� Believe them. Even if they look fine to you,
believe them when they tell you they don’t feel
well or can’t do something they normally could
do. Remember, this is an “invisible” disability.
You can’t always see from the outside what
they are experiencing.

� Find out how you can help them. Instead of
saying, “Let me know if there is anything I can
do for you,” just offer to do things like mowing
their lawn, doing shopping or errands, cooking
a meal, or taking them out for lunch or dinner.
Be sure to follow through with the help that
you offer.

http://www.archives-pmr.org
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� Locate resources. Help them find community
services, resources, or activities.

� Advocate. Join an advocacy group for people
living with Long COVID. Push for research for
treatments and services for this growing popu-
lation.
Suggestions for employers

Employers can help employees experiencing Long
COVID symptoms in a number of ways27:

� Be flexible. Offer flexible leave and work
schedules. Let them work at home if that is fea-
sible. Encourage them to use flex days or sick
days to conserve energy so that they are better
able to stay at their job until their condition is
resolved.

� Be informed. Learn about employee programs
in your company that could assist them.

� Adjust the pace. When interacting, try to
speak more slowly, give them time to process
your requests, and don’t give them too much
work at 1 time. Try to spread out assignments
over time or to a team of workers.

� Offer praise. Let them know when they are
doing a good job. Let them know their efforts
are appreciated.

� Believe them. Even if they look fine to you,
believe them when they tell you they don’t feel
well or can’t do something they normally could
do. Remember, this is an “invisible” disability.
You can’t always see from the outside what
they are experiencing.
Some useful resources
Understanding contagiousness with Long COVID

If you are experiencing Long COVID-related symp-
toms, you may have concerns about whether you
could still spread the COVID virus. For information
on what stages of COVID are actually contagious,
please see the link below:

� https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/
your-health/isolation.html?CDC_AA_refVal=
https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%
2F2019-ncov%2Fyour-health%2Fquarantine-
isolation.html
Long COVID advocacy and support groups

� Survivor Corps
Provides information and resources, and a web-
site to share your symptoms and stories and
express your frustration to others like yourself.
https://psychiatry.ucsf.edu/copingresources/
long-
covid

� Long COVID Alliance
https://longcovidalliance.org/

� Bateman Horne Center
https://batemanhornecenter.org/event/
online-support-group-13/

� Blooming Magnolia
https://www.bloomingmagnolia.org/resources

� Center for Chronic Illness
https://www.thecenterforchronicillness.org/
programs-and-services

� COVID Survivors for Change
https://covidsurvivorsforchange.org/survi
vor-resources/

Find the full resource list through the following
link or QR code:

Link: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HNB99
LRzqCsmp55Q64l3-SGciNTFWK−/view?usp=sharing
Code:
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Disclaimer

This information is not meant to replace the
advice of a medical professional and should not
be interpreted as a clinical practice guideline.
Statements or opinions expressed in this docu-
ment reflect the views of the contributors and do
not reflect the official policy of ACRM, unless oth-
erwise noted. Always consult your health care
provider about your specific health condition.
This Information/Education Page may be repro-
duced for noncommercial use for health care pro-
fessionals and other service providers to share
with their patients or clients. Any other reproduc-
tion is subject to approval by the publisher.
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